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The absolutive voice is a fact of life for Guatemalan 
children who speak the Mayan language K'iche' and one thet enters 
their verbal lexicon fairly early. Data suggest that by the time the 
children are 3-year-olds they have encountered several instances of 
verbs that alternate between active and absolutive forms, which may 
supply the evidence needed to formulate a general rule. Lack of 
errors in children's language production indicates that the children 
were extremely sensitive to the formal properties of the absolutive 
antipassive. They do not simply assume that every verb they meet in a 
transitive context is transitive. Yet, to acquire the absolutive 
antipassive, K'iche' children face three major hurdles. The first is 
learning that root transitive verbs can have intransitive forms, 
i.e., the absolutive alternation* The second is learning which verbs 
do not undergo the absolutive alternation. And the third is learning 
which intransitive verbs are root or derived. The last two problems 
cannot be solved from positive evidence alone* Nor are conservative 
acquisition procedures likely to be the explanation, given the 
propensity of children learning English to generalize beyond verb 
forms they have already heard* While this report does not explain how 
K'iche' children formulate a properly restricted rule for the 
absolutive antipassive, it does show that the absolutive raises 
learnability problems of the same level as the English dative or 
causative. (RH) 
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O 

businesi^fii:^^h??^^^^ transitivity of verbs is a basic order of 
Q H^?™? for children learning any language. A verb's transitivitv 

transS?v??i:.'^f,;^i°" '?° "'^il'i^^en 1^^™ about verb 

any vSS ref er?La S i^ih^f scene children ooula conclude that 

ai:~ S ^^^^^ -ie ^L^nr^^?air"^S^ror ""^ 

iSJSSti-r Jb.-r ^^^""^ transitive or 

faS^S;j^irk^?i\;SSSli?:i^S^^^^^^^ — children a 

inheren^lfJranJiifv^''^'' •'^r "^^^^^^ particular verbs may be 

ISlica^ion iri"^''^ a transitive ?errde?iiS^S?ougrthf " 
SaSsa?i^t?2 • ^^^=^^;Y^ ^^1^' while it may not be possible to 

pSsI^Je JSle R^;^:"^-^^^ ''^^^ ^^^^^^^ the application of a 

di?ferJn?S?: ' is essential for children to not only 

^^^^ withL^f ^Lect 

which^^e^bfarf roStlrSi^ivSf o '•"f'^'^'-^i^y P^^*!^" °* ^^="^"9 

^JS^^^^^^^^^^^^r. in 
Sneakers o??h?;? antipassive m the Mayan language K'iche- 

k-0-u:-suti:-j le- ak'al l^- ^Mh 

INCOMP-3A-3E-spin-DER Shild Jh; g^S Transitive 

The girl is spinning the child.' "Perm.ss.on to reproduce th,s 
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le: alih k-O-suti : -n-ik (che: le- ak'al^ 

^^l^f^J^^l,^"^^^^ (at th; child 

The girl is spinning (at the child) . ' 

le: ak'al k-O-oq'-ik 

the child INC0MP-3A-cry-TlV 

'The child is crying. • 



INCOMP - incompletive aspect 
3A - absolutive 3rd person 
3E - ergative 3rd person 



Absolutive 
Antipassive 



Intransitive 



ABS - absolutive antipassive 
DER - derived transitive suffix 
TIV - intransitive termination 



(2) Functions of the absolutive antipassive (Mondloch 1981) 

b. the hierarchy-linked function - a hierarchv of f=*.^+-„>-^o 

" S%™ji^:i^ir""' - transitive sentence Bay 

one tiSa? enSerf Si^veJba? ?eScon°? ^'f" /'iche. children and 
the absolutive verbithSt mi It^tt f^^^^l^.^^rly. Table 1 presents 

n^SSi^t^e^ e^S^^^ 

^Sy ?St--£~ ^S\nTt-r?i„e^„hen 

sitS^-Zb.^^^^^^^^^^ 

and Which .aylS;i^''Se--S-J nJSeTtr^irLI^t^^^^^^Sjl? Sf^^' 
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===~=i=--— f--^E?ff^^"^®^ °^ absolutive antipass 



ive 



Al Tiyarn 



Al Cha:y 



A Carlos 



ABS 

t2e7-n 
'laugh' 

ti ' -on 
'bite' 

toq ' -on 
'sustain' 

xet ' o-n 



ABS 



TV 



ABS 



7 
8 
9 



suti-n 

' spin' 
tzijo-n 12 

'talk' 
toqopi-n 13 

'break (thread) ' 
q'upi-n 13 15 

'break (stick) ' 
paq'i-n 14 

'break (bone) ' 
t'ub'i-n 14 

'tear (clothing) ' 
yaj-an 15 

'sccld' 
ch ' ay-an 15 15 

'hit' 



1 


22 


chak-un 


3 






' V7ork ' 




2 




t2e7-n 


3 






'laugh' 




2 


9 


tz'ib'a-n 


4 






'write ' 




9 


7 


suti-n 


5 


10 




' spin' 




6 


xib' i-n 


8 






' scare ' 




10 




yaj-an 


9 






'scold' 




11 




tzijo-n 


14 






'talk' 





12 



12 



13 



TV 



9 
15 



suti-n 
'spin' 
chak-un 
■work' 
t2'ib»a-n 

* write « 
gupi-n 
•cut' 
chap-an 
'grab' 
yaj-an 

'scold* 
yoq • -on 
'mock' 
tzijo-n 
•talk' 
ch • ak-an 

'win^ 
choji-n 20 

•fire (pottery) • 
toqopi-n 21 21 
•break (thread) • 
ch^ ay-an 21 6 

•hit^ 
ti^-on 22 

•bite^ 
raqi-n 22 
•break open^ 

verb form was inSnlitiJe LS'?^ "^f^^^^^ that the derived 

ways: intransitive. Such an error would be evident in several 

Sb3*t'S;Lr'*' ^" ""^^"^"^ -^■'^ - absolutive 

SLfnawSn" ^ transitive rather than intransitive 



I have addressed the frecfuencv n-F an +-hv.«« +. 
previous papers rpve 1985 ?n ? ? !^ ^^P^^ °^ errors in 

indicates that \ J -ni Pre^s) . In short, this evidence 
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SSolutivf°voice °^ ^^^^^ errors was produced with a verb in the 

Table 2. Overextensions of subject markers 





Al 


Tiyarn 


Session 


Used 


Errors 


1-3 


15 




4-6 


8 




7-9 


10 




10-12 


25 




13-15 


29 


1 


16-18 






19-21 







Al Cha : y 
Used Errors 
3 

19 3 
17 

51 2 

53 

90 2 
83 



A Carlos 
Used Errors 
36 
83 

160 5 
169 1 

161 1 
173 3 
110 - 



in thp JSntni-?,, ^^^"'Pl^ °£.a child using a direct object with a verb 
iSd^JvJn i ^^^^ example is shown in context in (3) . i 

had asked about a dog standing outside Al Tiyarn 's house Adult i 

conJSS'^HT^ °^ ^^^^ ^it-^- 5^is is the Lrt of 

Sr?^^,,^ appropriate for the use of the absolutive voice since 

M T^va^n ""^hoS^h °S ''^^ ^^^^^^ °^ the actfo^ 

AduTi^?i='„^^S ? ' ^^s^"°^^ied about the dog biting her. she copied 
errir ^^^^^ emphatic object pronoun, producing an 

^5 ?^ I- t ^^"-""^ ^^P^* ^^^It 2 mocks Al Tiyarn's inappropriate use 



(3) Al Tiyarn comments on a dog that bites 



C jas ku'an le tz'i. 
T m. 

Adultl katiyonik kacha ' . 
T tiyonik in. 
Adultl katiyonik er tz'i. 
Adult2 kintiyon in chi • . 
C kawarik le tz 'i. 
T tiyon ta in 
tiyon ta in. 
Adult3 kintiyon ta in chi' 
Adultl je' chi. 



(Session 6) 
What does the dog do? 



(k-o-ti'-on-ik) 
(= x-in-u-ti' in. 

(k-in-ti '-on) 

(= k-in-ti '-on) 



'It bites' say. 
) It bit me. 
The dog bites. 
'I bite' she said. 
The dog is sleeping. 
I do not bite. 
I do not bite. 
'I do not bite' she said. 
'Yes' she said. 

T wninJ ^bsolutive forms had caused serious problems for the children 
I would expect to see many more errors such as Al Tiyarn 's. The iJSk 
tL T indicates that the children were extrem;?y sensi^ivS to 

the formal properties of the absolutive antipassive Thev IS iot 
;S?ilt?vr"%r?^ -ery verb they meet in Ar.LitiJTllntl.i"ls 
^S^^ ^- % possible that the children first learn active and 

flr^l'ili^^ forms of verbs as independent lexical items before 
formulating a rule for the absolutive alternation. This would mean 
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^5^^, ^5®^ established a productive rule to generate the 

absolutive verb forms. 

However, it is in children's nature to construct such rules when 
presented with the evidence of a transitivity alternation. Thus, 
children learning English may form novel causative verbs such as -she 
fell down the block" (Bowerman 1974). Pinker, Lebeaux & Frost (1987) 
have also aemonstrated that children will passivize verbs that they 
have only previously encountered in the active voice, it is thus 
possible that K'iche- children will formulate a general rule for the 
absolutive at a later point in their development. 

^ difficulty they face is that while the absolutive alternation 
IS fairly productive, it is not completely productive. Some K'iche' 
transitive verbs do not have absolutive forms. Some of these verbs 
are shown m (4) . 

(4) * k-in-ya'-n-ik 'I give' 

* x-uj-b'i:-n-ik 'we said' 

* k-ix-qumu-n-ik 'you drink' 

* x-at-k'is-on-ik 'you finished' 

* x-e:-ch'a:b'e-n-ik 'they talked' 

* k-e:-oq'e-n-ik 'they cry over' 

* k-in-il-on-ik 'I see' 

* x-at-esa-n-ik 'you took out' 

To^-fS^'S^^?''^ ""^^r difficult learnability problems 

a child can face. As noted by Braine (1971) and Baker (1979) such 
Srcoi^^;.-S?? potentially only be learned from negative evidencS I 
Shildrpn ^ because Pinker (1989) raises the possibility that 

Children may use a combination of broad and narrow constraints to 
solve the problem. For example. Pinker suggests that children will 

iS'viSs'^dfnn;^^''^ causative in English wMcS Umi^s it 

to verbs denoting actions that have an effect on the object. Children 
^^^l r^^f^^^ ^^1^ =° that it does not apply to ve?bs like cul 

^ni?v ^^^^on^, with both an effect and a meLs. ?n order tf^ 

n^ed'^to dImoSi?a?^?Sa^°.^^' ^'i"^"' absolutive alternation one Sould 
SJouTD or !^SnJi ?. J V^^- t° ^o"'^ semantic 

ha?e vet to ??nA been studying this problem for some time and 

have yet to find any semantic basis on which to separate the verbs in 

itterna^iSr^^'^iS^'-'-^.r"'''^^ ^^^^^ ^° the SbSoIutive 

alternation, such as those in (5) . 

(5) k-in-k'ay-in-ik 'i am selling' 
x-uj-k'ut-un-ik 'we showed' 
x-uj-tzij-on-ik 'we talked' 
k-ix-tij-on-ik 'you eat people' 

The last example, involving the verb ^ also shows that some 

FSSher'eJJS?^^ °? ideosyncratic meanings in the absolutive. 

Further examples of such verbs are shown in (6) . 

(6) k|am 'carry' k'am-an 'receive' 
riq 'find' riq-on 'catch up' 
tzaq 'drop' tzaq-an 'abort' 
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verbs semantic restrictions would account for the 

JS^? .^i^^^i ^- tJ^^^^^^^ (5)- That is, one might assume 

K^""-^?- ^^^"^ ^1^== undergo an alternation 

like the absoiutive. The exceptional meaning of the absolutive 

h^^iK^Ji''^ ''^''^1^5^" explained as the sort of thing which might 
•?n''^''o- -^^^ -° undergo such alternations against 

rneir will. Similar examples occur in English with respect to the 
causative alternation. Verbs of motion would not be expected to 

J?anS?iTir;.>-br^''S^^ ""^^ iaim in limited contexts as 

^""^"^i^tl i^; ; ^^^^ ^! ^^^^ possible for the verbs run and wade. 

Jl- t }^ °£ argument misses the differences in the way En^Uih 
and K'lche- treat the verbs ^ and drink . In English thesi ve?bs mav 
iTona ?o the^TiJS°"^ " ^j""?" objeHt—In other^words? thSylSem ^o"^ 
tvir?^^ JiJ ^l^^^ °^ ''^''^^ English which do undergo an absolutive 
type of alternation, while the English verb drink becomes 
semantically restricted in its intransitive f^^i^7"there is no such 
^^otiStr °" yerb eat. So Pinker- s semantic rSJSriStJon 
™iish SnrK^iche.'^''^"^"' treatments of the verbs ^ and d^ 
t-o™r.-Ho5^J^ "° evidence in my transcriptions that the children were 
ItllT Jhiff.T f°^l^i<i<ien verbs in (4) in the absilSSJve 

lZn^t\y. IS despite the fact that several of the verbs in (4) were 

among the most frequently used verbs in the transcript. There are Sn 
the order of three hundred separate tokens of the ve?bs il b'i^ esa- 

?herf^rfeJen f^^n'^"^" " ^^^^^ ^^^^^^^ trii^siH^' fSS? 
foS ?oJ JhIL Z occasions on which the children produced passive 

JSSinJ?,^ 5 ^"^^ ^^^^^ ^= ^ si^gl^ instance of an 

absolutive form among the lot. 

Even if we had an account of how K'iche' children formulat- a 

provide some idea of this difficulty. snown in ( / ) will 

(7) inherently Transitive Verbs in 

Intransitive Verbs the Absolutive Voice 

atin bathe ch'aj-an wash 

??,nJn ""^^""^ P^'i-" split up 

J.S^n ''^'''^ i^^^-^" scold 

kowm can b'ix-an sing 

vp-rv ^I^K^f*" ^^^t^ ""f^^^ appropriately, children would have to make 
very subtle distinctions between contexts for intransitive and 
absolutive verbs. By putting the intransitive verb for bSthe in 
??ariel'?^b?° ''''^ transitive verb for wash I am exprSSJing dSubts 
that reliable semantic distinctions can be found. Phonology acfuallv 
offers more evidence for the distinction since the vowels ?f mos't ^ 
monosyllabic transitive verbs are echoed in the absoJuSiJe af?if 
whereas there is no restriction on the vowels in the intransitive 
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transitive verbs do not show vowel 
assimilation either, so phonology will not provide a perfect 
distinction. 

Mondloch (1981) bases the distinction on whether or not the 
intransitive verb can be inflected for other voices. For example, 

shSJf ^^''^^ iV ^^^lly was an absolutive form then it 

Should have the regular active form shown in (8). Instead the 
causative affix has to be added in order to maki it transitive! 



if 



(8) * k-0-in-ati:-j 

k-O-in-atin-is-a: j 



I am bathing someone 
I am bathing someone 



Soi?"^''^"^''?^-^'^ 1?!^ evidence from the causative alternation to 
nn?or?nn^?o?f.'' ^^""^ ^ • intransitive or absolutive. 

unfortunately, the causative is another fact of life that K'iche' 

S^i shown in (8) could occur 

cSSa^ive'Jnd .n?-'^^^- ^^^^^^^ connection' between the 

?hrSoi,^?o-J^ antipassive. so such errors are worth looking for in 
the acquisition data for K'iche'. 

ri^t-^ SJIS^ no indication from the children's production 

vJrbs LS?e%^-^H ^"i^P^^ticular_ trouble in using these intransitive 
did u^e and ^"^^^^^^^ive verb types that the children 

?i 4-^ 4- ^ ? ^""^^^ These verb types are fairly frecment 

JSnS^ transcripts, and yet there is not a single instance wherJ^he 
children used a transitive ending on the verbs! All threJ children 

iTZtiy ?ist^S°f °^ or'Lf ofthesf ::?bs. 

instance they used either a causative or instrumental suffix 
?S intransitive root into a derived transitive ?e?b.Thire 

IS also apparently one instance in which Al Chary then used the 
causativized verb form in the absolutive voice. 

===iL====i=~-^££fff!"ff^ °^ intransitive verbs ending in /n/ 



Al Tiya:n 


Al Chary 


A Carlos 


kowin 3 

•able' 
etz'an 4 

•play* 
opan 7 

'arrive there' 
aq^an 10 

• climb • 


kowin 4 

•able^ 
muxan 4 

• swim • 
etz^an 7 

•play' 
aq'an 11 

• climb » 
q^at-an 24 

•pass by^ 


kowin 3 

•able^ 
opan 7 

•arrive there' 
aq^an 14 

• climb • 
tajin 14 

•progressive • 
etz^an 15 

•play^ 



.==,^0 "^^ acquire the absolutive antipassive K'iche' children 

face three ma^or hurdles: v^nxiaren 

1. Learning that root transitive verbs can have intransitive 
forms. I.e. the absolutive alternation. 

2. Learning which verbs do not undergo the absolutive 
alternation. 
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3. Learning which intransitive verbs are root or derived. 

k""^ puzzles involved in learning the absolutive, but I 

cannot- ^° ^^^"^ • last two problems i Mentioned 

cannot be solved from positive evidence alone. Nor are conservative 
acquisition procedures likely to be the explanation given JjJ^''^^^^^ 
foSrJiS ^ ^^^1^^^" learning English to generalize beyond verb 
forms they have already heard. i hope to collect experimental 
evidence from K'iche' children in the near future in orde- to verify 
the productivity of the absolutive alternation in SeJr speech! ^ 
^^^^.^^ii; ^ cannot explain how K'iche' children formulate a properly 
restricted rule for the absolutive antipassive, I think I have 
Srjh! ;f showing that the absolutive raises learnability problems 
Jeait thSrEiaTf^h^^ the English dative or causative. This shows a? 
EvJn So 1% language that is hard to learn. 

Even If we had an account of how children learn the dative and 

ch^fn^^'';; n°t have a complete account of how 

JaiiuaS^. Soi""? ^rf" l^^g^^g^- this, we must look to other 

languages, hopefully while there are still children acquiring them. 

^ '^^LJVjS^fnir verbs have a passive rather than an 

active interpretation. 

References 

^^^^""^-Sm^h^-^^?- ^Y^tactic theory and the projection problem. 
Lmcmist ic Ing un-y 10.533-581. 

Bowerman M. 1974. Learning the structure of causative verbs: a study 
in the relationship of cognitive, semantic and syntactic 

(ItSrs. 14^178?"' °" "^^'^^ ^'^^^ " ^^ Develop ment 

^''^'■''o; °' ^^l^' °" ^^^^ °^ °f the internalization 

iLnr-lT^^'^V . The OntoaenP.S.s of Gr.r.^l°^ A 

r^r^r.^, ^ t^"-^^^ Symposium. New York: Academic Press. 

Mondloch J L. 1981. Voice in Onin,ho-M.y. unpublished dissertation 
State university of New York: Albany. aisserrarion, 

^"■"^^of 1^.^111;. Resolving a learnability paradox in the acquisition 

^'■"^^S;ns;;.?;t-!',-n^^r'''' ^ ^-.^ ^^^7- productivity and 

constraints m the acquisition of the passive. Cognition 26.195- 

a;d'^RJn;r^^^n''2S-?i%^°" °^ transitivity in Quiche Mayan. Papers 
_ - ^"d Reports on child Language np y elopmenl-, (Stanford) 24. li s " - 122 

C. TO appear. The acquisition of ergative languages! LiA^is^ic; . 



ERIC 



9 



